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It is widely accepted that insecurity is often not all-encompassing but rather it is usually 

limited to specific aspects of people’s lives. Previous work highlights the fact that different 

insecurities arise because people’s self-esteem is often linked to their perceived performance in 

certain domains, which have been conceptualized as “self-worth contingencies” (Crocker, 

Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003; Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Such research is congruent with 

the ideas of Rogers (1959) who postulated that low self-esteem arises from a deeply held belief 

that social acceptance is contingent upon success in certain areas. From this point of view, at the 

core of every insecurity lies an implicit if-then expectancy: “if I cannot succeed in this area then 

I will be rejected by others” (Baldwin & Dandeneau, 2005; Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996).  

However, the veracity of this line of thinking has yet to be established, likely due to the 

difficulty of measuring implicit expectancies in interpersonal contexts (Baldwin, Lydon, 

McClure, & Etchison, 2010). Given this, many researchers have turned to the study of attention 

in order to shed light on how implicit processes may engender feelings of low self-worth and 

anxiety. Of note, Ravary & Baldwin (2018) used a modified dot probe task (MacLeod, Mathews, 

& Tata, 1986) in order to assess attentional bias for socially rejecting faces in individuals who 

have been primed with cue words intended to remind them of their self-perceived shortcomings 

in a self-relevant domain. The standard dot probe task typically involves the presentation of two 

faces, one neutral and one emotional (either accepting or rejecting), followed by a probe that 

replaces one of the faces, which participants are asked to respond to. Reaction times are used to 

assess attentional patterns, with the idea being that if participants are quicker to respond to the 

probe when it replaces a rejecting rather than a neutral or accepting face, then they have an 

attentional bias for rejection since reaction times are faster when the probe appears in a location 

that is already being attended to (MacLeod et al., 1986). 

In the end, it was shown that people display a rejection bias primarily when they have 

been reminded of a self-perceived inadequacy in an area that is important to them (Ravary & 

Baldwin, 2018). However, the major assumption in the work of Ravary and Baldwin (2018) is 

that specific cue words instill an unconscious expectation within the individual that rejection is 

imminent (or at the very least is likely to occur) and that this then guides automatic attentional 

processes, facilitating orientation towards rejection stimuli. Unfortunately, it is unclear if this is 

really the case. When it comes to relying on traditional measures of attention to investigate 

psychological processes theorized to have a role in perpetuating feelings of low self-esteem, the 

inferences which can be drawn are rather limited in scope. 

We attempted to address this issue in the current study. To do so, we recruited 192 female 

participants between the ages of 18-25 via the crowdsourcing platform Amazon Mechanical 

Turk. All the participants were administered a series of pre, and post-measures designed to assess 

the strength of different self-worth contingencies as well as various predictors of body insecurity 

(e.g. body weight satisfaction). Attentional shift (the ability to strategically and effortfully shift 

one’s attention towards or away from a stimuli/task) was also assessed, in light of previous 

findings which demonstrate that socially anxious individuals who excel in this domain 

sometimes exhibit a pattern of attentional avoidance away from rejecting faces (see Stirling, 

Eley, & Clark, 2006; Vassilopoulos, 2005; Wermes, Lincoln, & Helbig-Lang, 2018).  
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Next, we trained participants to unconsciously associate different sides of their computer 

screen with rejection and acceptance stimuli (towards the end of the study we asked them if they 

could remember which side was which) and then employed a version of the dot probe task that 

Ravary and Baldwin (2018) used in which both faces presented were neutral. The idea behind 

this modification is that by removing all emotionally charged stimuli capable of drawing 

attention, any discrepancy in reaction times for probes appearing on one side of the screen versus 

the other is highly likely to reflect individual differences in expectancy. At the start of each trial, 

one of four cue words was presented to participants: “moral”, “immoral”, “thin” or “obese”. We 

hypothesized that participants who were most likely to be insecure about their bodies would also 

display the highest levels of obese-cued rejection bias, which was quantified by subtracting mean 

reaction time observed when the probes appeared on the “rejection side” from the average time it 

took each participant to respond to a probe on the “acceptance side”.  

Interestingly, we found that when cued with the word “obese”, insecure individuals 

tended to orient away from the side they had been trained to associate with rejection, but only if 

they could remember their training (See Fig. 1). The lack of any significant effects of obese-cued 

trials on attention for participants who couldn’t remember the training may simply be due to the 

fact that the training was ineffectual at conditioning participants in the first place. Nonetheless, 

these results fail to provide support for the idea that unconscious expectancies of rejection 

promote feelings of low self-esteem, seeing as if people do remember their training then this 

leads to several major interpretational problems.  

Regardless, the results indicate that different attentional patterns can be induced in the dot 

probe task via the manipulation of expectancies instead of the use of visual stimuli, which opens 

the door for interesting new avenues of future research. While Attentional Bias Modification 

(ABM) treatments (which train people to orient away from negative stimuli and to search for 

positive ones) have shown some promise in ameliorating problems such as social anxiety (for a 

review, see Hakamata et al., 2010), they are still relatively ineffective (Mogg, Waters, and 

Bradley, 2017). It seems then, that in the long-run, expectancy rather than attention might prove 

to be a better target of focus for addressing issues such as chronic low self-esteem and social 

phobia, especially if the expectancies at the core of such psychological problems can be 

effectively and reliably measured through individual differences in attention, instead of relying 

on self-reports. As evidence of this, numerous studies have found successful outcomes in the 

treatment of social anxiety to be mediated by reductions in expectancy biases (Hoffman, 2007; 

Smits, Rosenfield, McDonald, & Telch, 2006).  

Overall, a revised version of our modified dot-probe task may have the potential to be 

used in conjunction with more conventional measures to gain a clearer understanding of the 

nature of insecurity so that we are better equipped to help people worldwide foster a healthy 

attitude of self-acceptance within themselves. 
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Figure 1. Interaction between memory of training and feelings of insecurity at low levels of 

attentional shift, as shown by differences in adjusted mean obese-cued rejection bias scores.  
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